Background
==========

The aim of this study was to assess the prevalence of male patients with undetectable HIV levels in blood that had detectable levels of HIV in semen.

Methods
=======

Three hundred and thirty-two HIV-1 infected men attending in a In vitro fertilization laboratory in Marseille (FRANCE) were included in the analysis with respect of the French law (absence of ongoing disease, CD4 count \>200 cells/mm3, and stable HIV-1 RNA level). Overall, 394 paired blood and semen samples were provided between October 2001 and March 2009. The Cobas Taqman HIV-1 assay was used to quantify HIV-1 RNA in blood and in seminal plasma as previously described with a limit of quantification of 40 copies/ml in blood and in seminal plasma.

Results
=======

Overall, 272 (69%) paired samples were concordant between blood plasma and seminal plasma for HIV-1 detection (inter-rater agreement k = 0.12); 253 (64%) samples were HIV-1 negative both in blood plasma and seminal plasma, and 19 (5%) samples were HIV-1 positive both in blood plasma and seminal plasma. Overall, 122 (31%) paired samples were discordant between blood plasma and seminal plasma for HIV-1 detection. Among these, 10 (3%) seminal plasma samples had detectable HIV-1 RNA although blood viral load was undetectable for at least 6 months under antiretroviral treatment.

Discussion
==========

In conclusion, between 3% of patients with undetectable HIV levels in blood had detectable levels of HIV in semen. These data suggest that undetectable plasma HIV RNA means a lower risk of viral transmission through seminal fluid on a population level, but not necessarily at the level of the individual.
